Wyoming Circuit Court Judges’ Benchbook
Name: Brian D. Christensen
Judicial District: Seventh
County of Circuit Court: Natrona County

GENERAL COURTROOM PRACTICE TIPS
Motions Practice
Q.

Do you require submitted motions include a proposed order?

A.

No, not required but appreciated as Circuit Court Judges have no legal staff
assistance to help prepare orders. However, if all parties stipulate to the granting
of a motion, a proposed order of the court should accompany the motion.

Q.

Do you appreciate courtesy copies of briefs being delivered to you prior to hearing a motion?

A.

Yes, I would like being prepared and informed on the parties' positions prior to a
hearing on a motion.

Scheduling Conferences
Q.

A.

Do you have scheduling conferences? If so, how are scheduling conferences set and used in your
court? Are they conducted by you? When done by telephone, are the attorneys responsible for
setting up a conference call or does your office have enough lines to allow attorneys to call in?
Civil - Automatically set before a judge when at least two parties are represented by attorneys.
Otherwise Case Management Orders are sent to the parties without hearing. A scheduling
conference is held in those matters when requested by a party for further clarification or issue
review. There are now two phone lines into Natrona County Circuit Courtrooms. Each attorney,
when approved by prior court order, must call the Circuit Court at the time set. If there are more
than two parties calling into the scheduling conference, other arrangements need to be made
between the attorneys.
Criminal - Docket Call hearing before a judge held eight days prior to scheduled jury trial to review
trial status and issues. Defendants and their attorneys must be present.

1

Q.

What do you expect from the attorney at the scheduling conference?

A.

In civil actions, a discussion and resolution of general trial date setting, length of
bench or jury trial, discovery, pretrial and dispositive motion deadlines, issues
related to potential expert witnesses, and any other issues that need to be
addressed.

Pretrials
Q.

Do you have final pretrial conferences?

A.

No, not held unless requested by attorneys.

Q.

In your view, what is the purpose of the pretrial conference?

A.

Q.
A.

To review any pretrial issues or motions that may unnecessarily delay trial
proceedings.

Do you have a specific format for pretrial memorandums?

In civil cases, a pretrial memorandum must be filed 10 business days prior to
trial and include a list and description of exhibits, list of witnesses, and
proposed jury instructions. The requirements are spelled out in the court's Case
Management Order.
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JURY TRIAL PRACTICE
Jury Selection
Q.
A.

Q.

A.

How is voir dire conducted in your courtroom?

From a jury panel of approximately 20 qualified citizens, each side gets to voir
dire 14 prospective jurors in criminal jury trials and 12 prospective jurors in civil
jury trials. In criminal jury trials each side gets 4 peremptory challenges, 3 per
side in civil jury trials.

Do you allow or encourage the use of jury questionnaires? If so, what is the due date for
questionnaires?

In rare circumstances may be allowed. Otherwise, each prospective juror fills
out a questionnaire prepared by the court. A copy of the prospective juror
questionnaires are shared with each party prior to the jury trial.

Jury Instructions
Q.

When do you require requested jury instructions to be submitted?

A.

In civil cases, and pursuant to the Case Management Order at least 10
business days prior to jury trial.
In criminal case, prior to the start of the jury trial.

Q.

What form do you prefer requested jury instructions to take (e.g. do you prefer jury instructions
accompanied by supporting cases, in electronic form, etc.)?

A.

Jury Instructions may be delivered in person, faxed, mailed or through
electronic means. If a proposed instruction is not a Wyoming pattern instruction,
case or statutory authority must accompany that proposed instruction.
Requested Wyoming pattern instructions only need to be cited or referred to.
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Q.
A.

Q.
A.

What is your view of the Wyoming Pattern Jury Instructions?

The Wyoming Pattern Jury Instructions are the preferred instructions in both
criminal and civil matters and may even be referenced in bench trial
proceedings.

Do you have a set of stock jury instructions that you use?

Yes, They are Wyoming Pattern Jury Instructions and may be requested from
the court prior to trial to avoid unnecessary effort and copying of paper.

Trial Procedure
Q.

What is your preferred trial schedule (e.g. 9 a.m. – 5 p.m. with an hour for lunch, 8 a.m. – 2 p.m.
with no lunch, etc.)?

A.

I meet with the attorneys at 8:10 a.m. for finalization of pretrial jury instructions
and to review any other matters prior to commencement of the jury trial. Jury
selection begins at 8:30 a.m. Usually mid-morning and mid-afternoon
temporary recesses. Break for lunch around noon with conclusion of testimony
of a witness. May continue past 5 p.m. if a natural stopping point is within
sight.

Q.

What are your preferences with respect to motions in Limine and other trial related motions?

A.

Preferred that pretrial motions and issues are addressed and set for hearing
prior to the commencement of the jury trial.
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Q.

What are your preferences and/or procedures related to witness scheduling?

A.

Witnesses must be ready to testify during the presentation of a party's case,
unless the court approves the out of order calling of a witness due to
extraordinary circumstances.

Q.

What are your preferences with respect to trial exhibits? Do you allow/require the use of exhibit
notebooks for the court and jurors?

A.

I allow exhibit notebooks if requested. They are especially useful for
efficiency purposes. All parties must be aware of potential exhibits. I do
allow demonstrative exhibits within reason.

Q.

Do you allow “speaking objections” in jury trials?

A.

For clarification purposes only.

Q.

Do you allow or encourage the use of jury instructions?

A.

Parties may refer to given jury instructions in argument. Parties may request
the court to review appropriate or relevant jury instructions during bench
trials or motion hearings as well.
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Bench Trial Practice
Q.

What are the major differences in procedures in your courtroom between bench trials and jury
trials?

A.

There is not much difference other than the procedures necessitated by
holding a jury trial. Criminal defense and civil attorneys are contacted to assist
in setting reasonable hearing and trial dates. The Case Management Order
controls deadlines, the setting of hearing dates and requirements in civil cases.
A Docket Call hearing is set 8 days before any jury trial setting.

CRIMINAL MATTERS
Q.
A.

Do you allow initial appearance to be entered by written filing?

Yes, when represented by counsel. However, written filings are not preferred
due to the required oral advisements on collateral consequences.

Q.

How do you handle requests for continuance on preliminary hearings, arraignments and trials?

A.

Defense continuance for preliminary hearings granted with the filing of a signed
waiver of speedy preliminary hearing. Continuance for arraignments where the
Defendant is not incarcerated are liberally granted once. Trials may be
continued for good cause shown and may require the filing of a signed waiver
of speedy trial.

Q.

Do you allow attorneys to file written agreements on bond conditions?

A.

Yes, but not preferred.
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Q.

Do you have video arraignments of jail inmates? If so, where do you want counsel during the
video appearance?

A.

Not at this time. The technology is not available in the courtroom as of yet.

Q.

What special considerations occur at sentencing (participation in a deferral program, supervised
probation, treatment, etc.)?

A.

Formal substance abuse evaluation program is used extensively in DWUI and
drug offenses.
Formal community service program is offered in lieu of paying fines.
Supervised probation is available for all misdemeanor convictions.

Q.

Do you allow plea agreements in writing? If so, under what circumstances or types of cases?

A.

Yes, in all misdemeanors where the Defendant is represented by counsel.

Citations
Q.

Do you appoint the Public Defender if there is a possibility of jail sentence?

A.

Yes, if the Defendant requests one and is qualified by the filing of an affidavit of
indigency. A Public defender may also be appointed when a Defendant is
pending or serving long term incarceration or has displayed possible mental
illness.
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Q.
A.

Do you accept credit card payments?

Yes. There is a five dollar processing fee charged for payment by credit card
over the phone or on-line.

Juveniles
Q.

Do juveniles appear at a separate time than adults?

A.

Yes. Juvenile misdemeanor arraignments are held every Wednesday after
school at 3:30 p.m. Student Court for youth with multiple offenses and have
dropped out of school or need significant credit recovery held every Thursday at
3:30 p.m.

Q.

Do you insist juveniles appear with a parent/guardian?

A.

Yes. Anyone under 18 must be accompanied by a parent or guardian. Public
Defenders are liberally appointed to youth who have plead not guilty.

CIVIL MATTERS
Q.

Does the court prepare the orders, or should the attorney prepare the order?

A.

Attorneys prepare the orders as Circuit Courts have no legal staff assistance.
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Family Violence/Stalking Protection Hearing
Q.

Do you encourage attorneys in these matters?

A.

The court may appoint legal representation if requested by the Plaintiff and is
encouraged to do so if the Respondent has legal representation. Neither party is
represented in the majority of protection order hearings however.

Small Claims
Q.

Do you think it is effective for attorneys to appear in small claims matters?

A.

Mostly yes. Sometimes helpful in focusing the issues before the court.

THOUGHTS ON COURTROOM PROTOCOL
Q.

Is lack of civility a recurring problem in your courtroom? What steps do you take to improve
civility in your courtroom?

A.

This has not been a problem. However sometimes necessary to remind the
parties to address the court only, that only one person is to speak at a time and
to refrain from descriptive adjectives of the other party, attorneys or witnesses.

Q.

What do you expect of lawyers (and their staff) in your courtroom? Clients? Witnesses?

A.

Civility, calmness and respect for all. Remind the parties that they will have
plenty of opportunity to express their positions.
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Q.

Do you impose limitations on courtroom movement (approaching witness, podium, etc.)?

A.

Attorneys are to use the podium during all jury trials. Approaching a witness or
the bench must be acknowledged by the court, however a continuing request is
not needed when handing or retrieving multiple forms of evidence to and from a
witness. Otherwise, not addressed unless distractive or intimidating to others.

Q.

What kind of lawyer conduct is unacceptable in your courtroom?

A.

Attorneys need to be familiar with Rule 801 of the Uniform Rules for District
Courts.

OTHER MISCELLANEOUS ISSUES
Q.
A.

What are your opinions regarding courtroom attire?

Professional look and demeanor.

Q.

Do you allow children in your courtroom?

A.

Yes.

Q.

Do you allow cell phones in your courtroom?

A.

Attorneys are allowed to have their cell phones, but use during court sessions is
prohibited. Cell phones are allowed to present evidence contained therein upon
proper introduction.
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Q.

What, if anything, do you do to enforce promptness in your courtroom?

A.

Make sure I'm on time myself. I have been known to call missing attorneys
from the courtroom.

Specialty Courts
Q.
A.

Q.
A.

Q.
A.

Do you have a specialty court (drug court, DUI court, juvenile court)? If so, please describe.

Natrona County Court Supervised Treatment Program (aka Adult Drug Court).
Drug court is intensive supervised probation combined with substance abuse
treatment. Program lasts from one to three years.

What are the criteria for entrance in the program?

Post conviction program for misdemeanor or felony probationers, or parolees,
with significant substance use or abuse criminal history. Substance abuse
evaluation and ASAM criteria recommendation of IOP Level 2.1 or residential
treatment. Both the State and the Defendant must agree to participation.

What is the judge’s role in the program?

The Judge makes sure that due process requirements are followed, develops
rapport and relationships with the drug court clients, ensures client
participation, compliance with drug court rules, and that each client is
progressing toward a clean and sober lifestyle.
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Q.
A.

Q.
A.

Can an attorney petition for his/her client to participate in the program?

Yes. The drug court assessment is available upon request of the Defendant,
defense counsel, the State, the court or from probation and parole. The
Defendant must voluntarily agree to participate in the drug court program.

Must there be an adjudication or can there be participation from a form of deferral?

The Natrona County Court Supervised Treatment Program is a post conviction
program that is part of a court ordered supervised probation, or a felony parole
requirement.
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